The use of classifiers by Hong Kong young children in story-telling context by Chan, Sze-man & 陳思敏
Title The use of classifiers by Hong Kong young children in story-telling context
Other
Contributor(s) University of Hong Kong.
Author(s) Chan, Sze-man; 陳思敏
Citation
Issued Date 2006
URL http://hdl.handle.net/10722/50074
Rights Creative Commons: Attribution 3.0 Hong Kong License
  
The use of classifiers by Hong Kong young children in story-telling context 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chan Sze Man 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Bachelor of 
Science (Speech and Hearing Sciences), The University of Hong Kong, May 3, 2006.
 
USE Of CLASSIFIERS 
 
1
Abstract 
The present study was conducted to track the developmental trend for the syntactic and 
semantic use of classifiers by young children. Sixty children aged 3 to 5 and twenty adults 
were invited as participants to tell a story. The proportion for the syntactic and semantic 
classifier use was compared and significant difference between young children, especially 
age 3, and adults was found. Syntactically, children aged 3 have confidence to use the early 
acquired structure [Dem-CL] more frequently but they were still acquiring the appropriate 
use of [CL]. Semantically, young children, especially aged 3, produced more non-specific use 
of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, 啲 di1 more than adults and so they were still acquiring the use of these 
classifiers in adult form.
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The use of classifiers by Hong Kong young children in story-telling context 
A classifier is a morpheme which indicates the classification of lexicons (Mak, 1991). 
Not all languages in the world use classifiers. In other words, there are classifier languages, 
such as Chinese and non-classifier languages such as English. Among all the classifier 
languages, four main types were revealed in Allan (1977, as cited in Szeto, 1998): 
(i) Numeral classifier languages, e.g. Chinese, Japanese, Thai. 
(ii) Concordial classifier languages, e.g. Bantu. 
(iii) Predicate classifier languages, e.g. Navajo. 
(iv) Intra-locative classifier languages, e.g. Toba. (Szeto, 1998, p. 4) 
Referring to the above four types of classifier languages, Cantonese has been 
identified as one of the numeral classifier languages (Allan, 1977; as cited in Szeto, 1998). 
Researchers in the area of language acquisition have been interested in investigating different 
acquisition patterns from different language systems, hence, they focused on the topic related 
to classifier which is one of the features to differentiate different language systems, such as 
Cantonese and English. 
The use of Cantonese classifiers requires both semantic and syntactic knowledge, that 
is, correct choice of classifier and the usage of classifier in a noun phrase respectively. Till 
now, researchers (Mak, 1991; Matthews & Yip, 1994; Poon, 1980, as cited in Szeto, 1998) 
cannot agree on the total number of classifiers in Cantonese. The disagreement was possibly 
due to the different dialectic use and the non-orthographic nature of some classifiers (Szeto, 
1998). 
Cantonese classifiers occur as bound morphemes. They are obligatory in a noun 
phrase under certain contexts, that is, after a demonstrative, a number, or some quantifiers 
(see Table 1). Mathews and Yip (1994) illustrated a maximal noun phrase structure with 
elements in the following order: 
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demonstrative-numeral-classifier-adjective-(ge)-noun 
Usually, classifiers cannot occur alone unless there is sufficient contextual support in the 
preceding discourse. Their main functions are to enumerate and individuate noun referents 
(Matthews & Yip, 1994). For example, the classifier, 隻 zek3, in the noun phrase, 三隻狗
saam1 zek3 gaau2 ‘three dogs’, enumerates the number of dogs and its main focus is the 
quantity of the dogs. In the noun phrase, 隻狗 zek3 gaau2 ‘this dog’, which occurs in 
preverbal position of the utterance, the classifier 隻 zek3 individuates the dog. That means the 
dog should be interpreted as definite and it does not refer to other dogs. However, if the same 
noun phrase appears in postverbal position, the object ‘dog’ may receive either definite or 
indefinite interpretations, that is, ‘this dog’ or ‘a dog’ respectively. 
There are two main types of classifiers in Cantonese, verb classifiers and noun 
classifiers as illustrated in Figure 1 (Mak, 1991).  
 
Figure 1. Classifier types in Cantonese (modified from Mak, 1991, p. 7). 
The verb classifier is used to show how many times an action has occurred. For example, 次
ci3 is a verb classifier in this sentence, 個男仔叫咗好幾次 go3 naam4 zai2 giu3 zo2 ho2 
Numeral classifier language
Numeral noun 
classifiers 
Numeral verb 
classifier
Sortal Classifier Mensural Classifier
Shape Classifier 
e.g. 枝 zi1, 條 tiu4 
Function Classifier 
e.g. 把 baa2, 架 gaa3 
Mixed Classifier 
 e.g. 個 go3, 隻 zek3 
Collective Classifier 
e.g. 班 baan1, 啲 di1 
Container Classifier 
e.g. 杯 bui1 
Generic Classifier 
e.g. 類 leoi6 
Specific Classifier 
e.g. 棵 po1, 間 gaan1 
Standard units of measurements
e.g. 班 baan1 
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gei2 ci3 ‘the boy shouted for several times’. Noun classifiers include mensural classifiers and 
sortal classifiers (Mak, 1991). Mensural classifiers are used to denote quantities of noun 
referents by using containers, such as 杯 pui1’cup’ in 三杯水 saam1 bui1 seoi2 ‘three cups of 
water’, standard units of measurement, such as 秒 miu5 ‘second’, or by indicating collections 
of items, such as 班’baan1 ‘class’, and by indicating types, such as 類 leoi6 ‘a kind of’. Sortal 
classifiers classify nouns according to intrinsic features of the noun referents, such as shapes 
or functions. For shape classifiers1, they categorize items according to the number of 
dimensions, and the flexibility or size of the items. For function classifiers, objects are 
assorted according to the object function, for example, 把 baa2 is used for objects with 
handles. For mixed classifiers, they can categorize nouns in various semantic domains. Two 
of the examples are 個 go3and 隻 zek3 which would be discussed in the later part of the 
introduction. For specific classifiers, their use is very restrictive and they refer to certain 
nouns only, for example, 棵 po1 is assigned to plants. 
Several investigations were conducted on the use of Cantonese or Mandarin 
classifiers in children with normal development and adults. The major projects were reviewed 
and discussed in the following paragraphs. 
Development of Mandarin Classifiers 
Research on Mandarin classifier development could be divided into syntactic use and 
semantic use. For syntactic use, Ying, Chen, Song, Shao, and Guo (1986) studied the 
production of 40 sortal classifiers and 16 mensural classifiers by 179 number of 4 to 7-year-
old children speaking Mandarin in an elicited counting task. Ying et al. revealed that children 
at age 4 had the knowledge of putting classifier before a noun and after a numeral, and the 
obligatory use of classifier after a numeral. 
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As for the semantic use, aged 4 children only use the general classifier 個 ge and the 
classifier indicating animacy, 隻 zhi (Ying et al., 1986). The classifier inventory for children 
increased gradually when they became older. For children at age 6, they produced fewer than 
a dozen classifier vocabularies (Fang, 1985, as cited in Lee, 1996; Ying et al., 1986). Their 
classifier inventories were more limited than that possessed by adults, who had 22 core 
classifiers in minimum (Erbaugh, 1986). Concerning the developmental sequence on the 
types of classifier, it was still uncertain if sortal classifier was acquired before mensural 
classifiers. 
Children’s production of classifier was not free from error. Children aged 4 to 6 
showed overextension error in the study of Hu (1993). They over generalized the use of 隻
zhi (indicating animals or non-human objects) to humans or inanimate objects. In addition, 
over-restrictive use of classifiers was noted in children aged 5 to 6 in Loke (1991; as cited in 
Lee, 1996)’s study. For example, they assigned 條 tiao (indicating long and thin objects) to 
long, flexible and handle-free objects. 
Development of Cantonese Classifiers 
Some researchers have investigated the acquisition trend of Cantonese classifiers. 
Chow (1999) focus on the study of sortal classifiers produced by 59 young children in picture 
naming task while Cheung (2002) investigated sortal classifiers produced by 6 children with 
specific language impairment (SLI) in object naming task. Both of them suggested the 
development from mixed classifiers to shape and function classifiers. However, this order 
was not agreed among other researchers. Szeto (1998) and Wong (1999, as cited in Tsui, 
2004) believed that function classifiers developed early while this belief was supported by 
Tsui’s (2004) findings that the overall sequence of development for classifiers started from 
mixed classifiers, then shape and function classifiers, and finally proceeding to later-
developing shape classifiers (i.e. 個 go3?條 tiu4,枝 zi1,張 zoeng1,粒 lap1?架 gaa3, 把 
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baa2, 本 bun2, 間 gaan1?隻 zek3, 舊 gau6, 塊 faai3, 座 zo6, 部 bou6,盞 zaan2.) The 
classifiers first emerge approximately at 1;07 to 1;08 (Szeto, 1998).  
The above studies mainly focus on investigating the use of sortal classifiers. It was 
possibly because they had to be applied to nouns according to the semantic features. In 
addition, mensural classifiers, but not the sortal classifiers, occur in some non-classifier 
languages, such as ‘a cup of water’ in English (Mak, 1991). This suggests it is the sortal 
classifier which marks the difference between classifier and non-classifier languages. 
Therefore, the focus of the present study was mainly on sortal classifiers and their 
developmental patterns in young children were studied. 
Preference of the Use of Classifiers 
As reported by Matthews and Yip (1994), the same noun could often be classified by 
more than one classifier. This fact was illustrated in Erbaugh (2002)’s study which 
investigated classifier productions of both Mandarin-speaking and Cantonese-speaking adults 
in telling the Pear Story. Various classifiers might be used by the same speakers for the same 
object even though there was no perceivable change for the object. This predicts that there 
may be different classifier use not even within individual, but possibly across individuals. In 
Szeto (1998)’s study, 個 go3,隻 zek3,度 dou6, and 啲 di1 were produced most frequently by 
young children aged 1 to 3. It is possible that there will be different use of these classifiers by 
young children and adults. These classifiers were discussed in the following paragraph one by 
one. 
The classifier, 個 go3, has been suggested to be a default classifier for children 
(Stokes & So, 1997). Stokes and So (1997) revealed, as confirmed by Chow (1999), young 
children generalized the use of 個 go3 especially at age 2.5 and 5. In Szeto (1998)’s study, 個
go3 generalization was noted in children aged 1 to 3. The young children used 個 go3 in a 
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more diverse way than adult did. In fact, 個 go3 apply to nouns which indicate people, such 
as a child, and items without use of specific classifier, such as an opportunity (Matthews & 
Yip, 1994). This suggested that not all nouns can be assorted by 個 go3. However, even 
adults appeared to generalize the use of 個 go3 in conversation (Erbaugh, 2002). They used 
個 go3 to classify 44% of nouns used in the Pear Story. This seems that adults and children 
may have similar classifier usage. Since young children are at the stage of language 
development, their classifier use may not conform to the adult use. It is possible that the 個 
go3 generalization in adult and young children may be different. 
Besides the use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3 was also used as default classifier but in a picture 
naming task (Stokes & So, 1997). However, 隻 zek3 does not classify all nouns in Cantonese. 
It can apply to animals, such as dogs, round objects, such as eggs, one out of a pair of objects, 
such as socks, and other various objects, such as ships (Erbaugh, 2002). In conversation, 
children aged 1 to 3 used 隻 zek3 inappropriately in some occasions (Szeto, 1998). It is 
uncertain how the use of 隻 zek3 by young children differs from that by adult in story-telling 
context. This would be investigated in the present study.  
There is one more classifier, 啲 di1, worth mentioning here. This classifier only 
applies to 2 or more items and signifies “a quantity of either countable things or uncountable 
substances” (Matthews & Yip, 1994, p. 98). However, Szeto (1998) found that “almost all 
nouns could be used after 啲 di1” (p. 76) in young children. In her study, children aged 1 to 3 
possibly used 啲 di1 as default mensural classifier since they used it to classify different 
types of nouns. It was not easy to identify the appropriate use of 啲 di1 because data was not 
explicit in spontaneous conversation in her study. Unlike spontaneous conversation, story 
provided a clear context and reference for identifying the appropriate use of 啲 di1. It is 
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worth investigating the patterns of this classifier use between adults and children. Hence, the 
use of 啲 di1, in addition to 個 go3 and 隻 zek3 generalization, would be investigated in the 
present study since they have been neglected in the past. 
Classifiers Used in different types of Noun Phrases 
Classifiers development is closely related to the development of noun phrase (Szeto, 
1998). In Szeto (1998)’s study, it was found that children aged 1 to 3 used 13 to 29 different 
types of noun phrases including classifiers. She also revealed that children used more 
classifiers noun phrases of increasing complexity with development. In addition, structural 
errors were noted, namely word order errors ([N-CL] 屋間呀) (p. 114), single classifier 
phrase ([CL] 啲呀) (p. 115), double classifier constructions ([Dem-CL-CL-N] 呢個隻腳) (p. 
118). Concerning double constructions revealed in the error patterns, “…the first classifier 
used was mostly 個 go3, 啲 di1 and 度 dou6. The second classifier was often the appropriate 
classifier for the head noun.”(p. 120). It was possible that the children regarded [CL-N] 
phrase (e.g. 隻腳) as a single noun (Poon, 1980, as cited in Szeto, 1998). However, this 
suggestion was not supported in Szeto (1998)’s study since the young children could separate 
the classifier 隻 zek3 and the noun 腳 goek3 in other instances. Since the study was carried 
out on children up to age 3 only, the present study would investigate the developmental trend 
of the types of classifier noun phrases and the presence of error patterns produced by children 
up to age 5. 
Different classifier noun phrases could have different interpretations in terms of 
definiteness. Noun phrases in the structure of [CL-N] in preverbal position would be 
interpreted as definite (Cheng & Sybesma, 1999). When this structure occurred in postverbal 
position, it was possible to interpret it as definite or indefinite. It was uncertain whether 
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young children’s classifier use would conform to the adult usage concerning the definite and 
indefinite interpretations in [CL-N] structure. This would be investigated in the present study. 
The classifier noun phrases with the drop of nouns were supposed to act as noun 
substitutes when there was enough contextual support. However, Erbaugh (2002) revealed 
that Cantonese-speaking adult produced almost all classifiers with a noun in the Pear Stories 
in her study. Even though adults did not drop a noun in the classifier noun phrases, it was 
uncertain if the young children follow the adult usage. It was expected that young children 
may drop a noun because their small size of mean length of utterances (MLU) and their 
classifier noun phrases may mainly convey implicit semantic meanings. This would be 
investigated in this research study. 
Context for Studying Classifier Use 
Among the major recent studies on the use of Cantonese classifiers, classifiers use 
was mainly elicited through picture- or object-naming task (Cheung, 2002; Chow, 1999; Mak, 
1991; Stokes & So, 1997) and / or spontaneous speech (Cheung, 2002; Szeto, 1998). For Tsui 
(2004), she collected data through both picture naming task and story-retelling task. Story-
retelling task was used since narrative task, which required more cognitive loading, seemed 
to be able to reveal problems with classifier use since children had to recall and re-tell a story 
at the same time (Tsui, 2004). Moreover, this kind of task can enable examining the 
substitution patterns since the types of classifiers use are restricted within the story context. 
Since studies mainly conducted in picture naming, spontaneous speech and story-retelling 
tasks for data collection, story telling would be used for the present study. Story telling may 
be more difficult than the story-retelling tasks. This is because children in the story-retelling 
task are allowed to listen to the story once which can help reducing the cognitive loading on 
choosing classifiers. However, children’s cognitive loading in a story telling task cannot be 
reduced in this way. Therefore, it was predicted that children’s classifier productions in story 
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telling task would show more error patterns or non-adult usage than that in story-retelling 
task due to the cognitive loading on choosing classifiers. This was one of the focuses in the 
present study. 
A summary of the above studies discussed about the acquisition of Cantonese and 
Mandarin classifiers was illustrated in Table 2 and 3. 
In the current investigation, sortal classifiers would be the main focus. The research 
questions were shown as below: 
1.Young children’s developmental trend of syntactic use of classifier use. 
Among different structures of classifier noun phrases, focus would be particularly put on 
two of the structures as follows: 
a. The use of definite and indefinite interpretations of [CL-N] in young children. 
b. Preference of young children with omission of a noun in the noun phrase [Dem-CL-N]. 
2.Young children’s developmental trend of semantic use of classifier. 
Among different use of classifiers, focus would be particularly put on four of the classifiers 
as follows: 
a. The appropriate use of 個 go3 (generalization) in young children. 
b. The appropriate use of 隻 zek3 (generalization) in young children. 
3.The specific use of the classifier 啲 di1 in young children. 
Method 
The data were retrieved from the Corpus of Hong Kong Frog Story2. Language 
samples obtained from a story-telling task were used to analyze in this project. Background 
of participants, use of materials and procedures were discussed in the following. 
Sixty children who were attending kindergarten participated in this project. The primary 
language of the children was Cantonese. Reynell Developmental Language scale - Cantonese 
version (Reynell & Hurtley, 1987), Hong Kong Cantonese Receptive Vocabulary Test (Lee, 
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Lee, & Cheung, 1996) and Cantonese Segmental Phonology Test (So, 1993) were used as 
screening tools to ascertain they had normal language abilities. Children whose scores in both 
receptive and expressive language part were within 1.25 SD were included, in which children 
whose language scores are beyond 1.25 SD should have a higher priority of receiving speech 
and language services (Fey, 1986). There were twenty participants in each age group. Twenty 
adults aged 18 to 57, without report of any speech and language difficulties, were also 
recruited on a voluntary basis. Table 4 showed the age range, mean ages and the distribution 
of participants in the four different age groups 
The storybook ‘Frog, Where are you?’ (Mayer, 1969) was used. It included twenty-
four pictures without written text. The story was about a boy and a dog had gone through a 
series of hurdles in the course of finding their lost pet, which was a frog. This storybook was 
used since it included various nouns (see Table 5) which could elicit different classifier use. 
Standard instructions, which asked the subjects to spend some time on reading the storybook 
once, were read to the subjects before they started reading the storybook. All the verbal 
productions by the subjects were recorded by a mini-disc recorder and transcribed 
orthographically. Twenty-five percent of the transcription was checked by the writer by 
listening to the audio tapes again. 
Data Analysis 
 The criteria for analysis were similar to those used by Szeto (1998). Since this study 
focus on the use of classifier, only spontaneous utterances, but not the imitations, were 
included. Spontaneous utterance meant that whole or part of the utterance did not occur in the 
conversational partner’s production within previous two conversational turns or within 
previous two-page of story telling. Each clear production of classifier and each clear 
production of classifier noun phrase structure was counted as one occurrence. Both type and 
token were considered. However, the analysis excluded the conditions stated in Table 6. 
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When there were repetitions, only one occurrence, and the longest structure was included 
only. One of the examples was that ‘呢個地窿呀個地窿呢都叫埋’ li1 go3 dei6 long1 aa4 
go3 dei6 lung4 dou1 giu3 maai4 “the hole and the hole”. In this case, ‘呢個地窿’ li1 go3 
dei6 long1 “the hole” had a longer structure when compared to ‘個地窿’ go3 dei6 long1 “the 
hole”, only the former was included once but not the latter. 
 In addition, a conservative approach was adopted for analysis. When a classifier noun 
phrase [Dem-CL-N] appeared as an independent utterance, two noun phrases could be 
interpreted from the utterance and so it was not regarded as one noun phrase (Szeto, 1998). 
The utterance, ‘呢隻男仔’ li1 zek3 naam4 zai2 ‘this boy’, can be interpreted as another 
utterance, ‘呢隻(係)男仔’ li1 zek3 (hai6) naam4 zai2 ‘this (is) a boy’, which missed a copula 
in between two noun phrases. If [Dem-CL-N] did not appear as an independent utterance as 
in the utterance, ‘咁嗰個小朋友想喊’ gam2 go2 go3 siu2 pang4 jau5 soeng2 haam3 ‘that 
child wants to cry’, it was regarded as one noun phrase. 
Reliability 
 Concerning the inter-rater reliability, an undergraduate student of Bachelor of Science 
in Speech and Hearing Sciences was invited to calculate the number of different classifiers 
produced by 10% of the participants, that is, one female and one male participant randomly 
selected from each age group. Seventy-four point nine percent agreement was achieved for 
the randomly selected sample. 
Results 
For all the analyses, one-way ANOVA was conducted to reveal if there was 
significant difference among the four groups. Tukey HSD Test (p-level=.05) was 
administered to reveal the source of difference, if there is any. 
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The analyses of the results were divided into several parts: 1. Developmental trend of 
syntactic use of classifier; 2. Developmental trend of semantic use of classifier; 3. The 
appropriate use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, and 啲 di1 in young children; 4. The use of definite and 
indefinite interpretations of [CL-N] in young children; 5. Preference of young children with 
omission of a noun in [Dem-CL-N] structure. 
Developmental Trend of Syntactic use of classifiers 
Only 6 out of totally 23 types of classifier noun phrases produced by participants were 
included for analysis since they were more frequently produced by participants. The mean 
types of classifier noun phrases produced by age 3, age 4, age 5 and adult participants were 
4.65 (range: 2-9), 5.50 (range: 2-9), 6.15 (range: 3-9), and 7.45 (range: 4-11) respectively. 
This showed that mean types of classifier noun phrases increased as age of the participants 
increased. The noun phrases involving 啲 di1 and 度 dou6 were excluded from this analysis 
since the use of these classifiers dominated the noun phrase [Dem-CL]. Hence, including di1 
and dou6 in the analysis may bias the overall figure of use of different types of classifier 
noun phrases structures. The means for the percentage of proportion for the use of noun 
phrase structure across the four age groups was illustrated in Figure 2. One of the classifier 
noun phrase structures, CL (inapp), means the inappropriate use of classifier in the form of 
[CL] structure (e.g. 有有隻有 jau5 jau5 zek3 jau5 ‘have have CL have’).  
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Figure 2. Means for the percentage of proportion of the classifier noun phrase structure use 
for all age groups. 
The analysis revealed significant difference on the use of classifier noun phrase 
structures among the four groups (F(3, 76)=2.58, p<.05). The source of difference indicated 
that group age 3 was significantly different from other groups for the use of [Dem-CL]. This 
suggested that the use of [Dem-CL] by group age 3 was significantly more than the other 
groups. In addition, group age 3 and age 5 were significantly different from adult group for 
the use of [Num-CL-N]. This showed that the use of [Num-CL-N] by adult group was more 
frequent than that by group age 3 and age 5. For group age 4, the use of [Num-CL-N] was not 
significantly different from the other groups and so its use of [Num-CL-N] by group age 4 
was similar to other groups. For the use of [CL(inapp)], group age 3 and adult group 
significantly differ from each other. This showed that group age 3 used more [CL(inapp)] 
than adult group. 
The noun phrase structures involving 個 go3, 啲 di1, or 隻 zek3 were analyzed 
individually. Among all types of classifier noun phrases, only 6 of them involving the use of 
go3, 6 of them involving the use of zek3, and 5 of them involving the use of di1 were 
included for analysis since they were produced more frequently by participants. Results 
showed that no significant difference on the use of noun phrase structures involving go3 (F(3, 
76)=1.47, p>.05), zek3 (F(3, 76)=1.84, p<.05), and di1 (F(3, 76)=1.58, p>.05) individually 
among the four groups. This showed that young children and adults produced similar 
proportions of noun phrases structures involving go3, di1, or zek3. 
Developmental trend of Semantic Use of Classifiers 
Only 6 out of totally 13 types of classifier produced by participants were included for 
analysis since they were used more frequently by participants. The mean types of classifier 
produced by group age 3, age 4, age 5 and adult participants were 3.90 (range: 2-7), 4.80 
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(range: 2-7), 4.95 (range: 2-8), and 8.25 (range: 5-13) respectively. This showed that mean 
types of classifier increased as age of the participants increased. The means for the 
percentage of proportion for the use of classifier across the four age groups was illustrated in 
Figure 3.  
 
Figure 3. Means for the percentage of proportion of the classifier use for all age groups. 
There was significant difference on the use of classifiers among the four groups (F(3, 
76)=2.73, p<.05). Group age 3 was significantly different from adult group for the use of 度
dou6. This suggested that 度 dou6 was used more frequently by group age 3 when compared 
to adult group. 
The Appropriate Use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, and 啲 di1 
 Analyses aimed to reveal the specificity for the use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, or 啲 di1 
across different age groups. The scope of nouns that go3, zek3 or di1 could be used has been 
briefly discussed in the introduction. Table 7 showed the examples for their specificity of use 
while Figure 4 below illustrated the means for the percentage of proportion for the specificity 
of the use of go3, zek3, and di1, across the four age groups. 
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Figure 4. Means for the percentage of proportion for the specificity of the use of 個 go3, 隻
zek3, and 啲 di1 for all age groups. 
There was significant difference on specificity of the use of 個 go3 (F(3, 
76)=10.29.58, p<.05) and 隻 zek3 (F(3, 76)=3.94, p<.05) among the four groups. Group age 
3 was significantly different from other groups for the specific use of go3, non-specific use of 
go3, and specific use of zek3. In addition, group age 3 and adult group differed significantly 
for the non-specific use of zek3. For the specificity of the use of 啲 di1, there was no 
significant difference among the four groups (F(3, 76)=2.13, p>.05). However, Tukey HSD 
Test (p-level=.05) revealed Adult group was significantly different from group age 3 and age 
4 for the specific use of di1.  
This suggested that group age 3 produced specific use of 個 go3 and 隻 zek3 
significantly less than the other groups while the former produced non-specific use of these 
two classifiers significantly more than the latter. In addition, group age 3 produced non-
specific use of zek3 significantly more than the adult group. For the specific use of 啲 di1, 
group age 3 and age 4 produced significantly less than Adult group 
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Matched-sample t test was conducted to test whether the proportion of specific and 
non-specific use differed within each age group. The results showed that group age 3 
produced significantly fewer specific use of 個 go3 than non-specific use (t(20)=-2.55, p<.05). 
The specific use of go3 by group age 4 (t(20)=-1.47, p>.05) and age 5 (t(20)=-1.44, p>.05) 
was not significantly more than the non-specific use of go3. Adults’ specific use of go3 was 
significantly higher than non-specific use of go3 (t(20)=-7.67, p<.05). For the specificity of 
the use of 隻 zek3 and 啲 di1, the results showed that all groups produced specific use of zek3 
(age 3: (t(20)=3.97, p<.05), age 4: (t(20)=18.26, p<.05), age 5: (t(20)=11.81, p<.05), adult: 
(t(20)=75.03, p<.05)) and di1 (age 3: (t(20)=2.88, p<.05), age 4: (t(20)=2.13, p<.05), age 5: 
(t(20)=3.95, p<.05), adult: (t(20)=8.30, p<.05)) significantly more than non-specific use. 
In addition, the appropriateness of the use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, and 啲 di1 were 
analyzed. Each noun which one of these classifiers was used was included in this analysis. 
For nouns with appropriate use of these classifiers, 5 out of 48 for go3, 4 out of 23 for zek3, 
and 4 out of 25 for di1 were included in analysis. As for nouns with appropriate use of these 
classifiers, 5 out of 50 for go3, 4 out of 18 for zek3, and 1 out of 17 for di1 were included in 
analysis. It was because these nouns were produced frequently with these classifiers by 
participants. 
Concerning nouns with appropriate use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, and 啲 di1 among the four 
groups, significant difference on the nouns with appropriate use of go3 (F(3, 76)=4.62, 
p<.05), zek3 (F(3, 76)=3.54, p<.05) and di1 (F(3, 76)=2.90, p<.05) was found among the four 
groups. The analysis revealed group age 3 was significantly different from adult group for the 
appropriate use of go3 with nouns, 頭’head’ (M=1.15% for age 3, 6.02% for adults) and 
樽’bottle’ (M=2.13% for age 3, 13.05% for adults). In addition, adult group (M=15.37%) was 
significantly different from the other groups (M:=0.00%) for appropriate use of di1 with the 
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noun, 聲音’sounds’. Group age 3 (M=3.99%) and age 4 (M=3.98%) significantly differed 
from adult group (M=14.83%) for appropriate use of zek3 with the noun, 鹿’deer’. 
The significant differences suggested that adult group produced the nouns, 頭’head’ 
and 樽’bottle’, with the appropriate use of 個 go3 significantly more than group age 3. The 
differences also showed that adult group produced the noun, 聲音’sounds’, with the 
appropriate use of 啲 di1 significantly more than young children. For the noun, 鹿’deer’, with 
the appropriate use of 隻 zek3, the significant difference suggested adult group produced 
significantly more than group age 3 and age 4. 
Concerning nouns with inappropriate use of the classifiers among the four groups, 
there was significant difference for 個 go3 (F(3, 76)=2.80, p<.05)., but no significant 
difference for 隻 zek3 (F(3, 76)=0.93, p>.05) and 啲 di1 (F(3, 76)=0.85, p>.05). This showed 
that young children and adults produced similar proportion of nouns with the inappropriate 
use of zek3 and 啲 di1. For the noun, 狗’dog’, with inappropriate use of go3, Group age 3 
(M=17.12%) was significantly different from adult group (M=0.85%). This suggested that 
group age 3 produced this noun with the inappropriate use of go3 significantly more than 
adult group. 
The Use of Definite and Indefinite Interpretations of [CL-N] in Young Children 
This analysis aimed to reveal the distribution pattern of [CL-N] in preverbal or 
postverbal position and what classifiers would be involved in these patterns in all groups. 
However, no significant difference was found among the four groups for [CL-N] in preverbal 
and postverbal positions (F(3, 76)=1.06, p>.05), and for classifier used in [CL-N] in both 
positions (F(3, 76)=1.22, p>.05). This suggested that young children and adults had similar 
distribution of [CL-N] in preverbal and postverbal positions, and they had similar classifier 
used in [CL-N] in both positions. 
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Preference of Young Children with Omission of a Noun in the Noun Phrase [Dem-CL-N] 
The objective of this analysis was to reveal the proportion of the use of noun phrase 
[Dem-CL-N] and [Dem-CL] (see Figure 5) and what classifiers would be involved in these 
phrases in all groups. Concerning the proportions of [Dem-CL-N] and [Dem-CL] among the 
four groups, the analysis revealed that there was significant difference (F(3, 76)=3.22, p<.05). 
The source of difference indicated that group age 3 (M=22.73%) was significantly different 
from adult group (M=7.94%) for the proportion of [Dem-CL] used. This suggested that group 
age 3 produced significantly more [Dem-CL] than the adult group did.  
 
Figure 5. Means for the percentage of proportion for [Dem-CL-N] and [Dem-CL] in all age 
groups. 
After analysis of what classifier was preferred in [Dem-CL-N] and [Dem-CL], 
significant difference was revealed among the four groups (F(3, 76)=2.04, p<.05). The source 
of difference indicated that group age 3 (M=24.48%) and adult group (M=4.47%) 
significantly differed in terms of go3 used in [Dem-CL]. This suggested that group age 3 
produced significantly more go3 in [Dem-CL] than the adults did. 
Summary of Results 
Concerning the syntactic use of classifiers, the results suggested that the use of [Dem-
CL] by group age 3 was significantly more than the other groups, the use of [Num-CL-N] by 
adult group was more frequent than group age 3 and age 5, and that the group age 3 use 
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significantly more [CL] in an inappropriate way than adult group. For proportions of the noun 
phrase structures involving one of these classifiers, 個 go3, 啲 di1, or 隻 zek3, young children 
and adults had similar productions. The results also found that young children and adults had 
similar distribution and had similar classifier used in [CL-N] in preverbal and postverbal 
positions.  
As for the semantic use of classifiers, the results suggested that the use of 度 dou6 
was more frequent than group age 3 when compared to adult group. In addition, Group age 3 
produced specific use of 個 go3 and 隻 zek3 significantly less than the other groups while the 
former produced non-specific use of go3 significantly more than the latter. For non-specific 
use of zek3, group age 3 produced significantly more than the adult group. Concerning 
specific use of 啲 di1, group age 3 and age 4 produced significantly less than Adult group. In 
addition, the results showed that adults, but not young children, produced specific use of go3 
more than non-specific use of go3. For the specificity of the use of zek3 and di1, the results 
showed that all groups produced specific use significantly more than non-specific use. 
Discussion 
Developmental Trend of Syntactic Use of Classifiers 
One of the research questions was about the developmental trend of classifier use 
between adult and children syntactically. The results showed that mean types of classifier 
noun phrases increased as age of the participants increased. Similar finding was brought 
about by Szeto (1998). She found that young children with age 1 till age up to 3 produce 
more types of classifier noun phrases with increasing ages. However, all participants in the 
present study produced far less number of types of classifier noun phrases than the young 
children aged 1 to 3 in Szeto’s study. The participants produced 13 to 29 different types of 
classifier noun phrases while the age 3 to age 5 participants in the present study produced 2 to 
9 types only. This was possibly due to the different tasks used for data collection. Concerning 
 
USE Of CLASSIFIERS 
 
 
21
the tasks difference, Szeto collected spontaneous conversation sample while language sample 
in story-telling context was collected in the present study. Since classifiers vocabularies used 
were restricted by the story context, children may not be able to produce other classifiers 
which were not related to the story in the present study. For the spontaneous conversation 
sample used by Szeto, types of classifier use were less restricted and children could produce 
more various classifiers during conversation. 
For different types of noun phrase structures, the results suggested that the use of 
[Dem-CL] by group age 3 was significantly more than the other groups. This may be because 
young children before age 4 produced classifier noun phrase in the form of [Dem-CL] more 
frequently (Szeto, 1998). Also, this might be the earliest kind of classifier noun phrase that 
young children produced since this kind of classifier noun phrase was first produced by the 
two youngest participants with age 1;05 and 1;07 in Szeto’s study. Since young children 
acquired the use of [Dem-CL] at an early age, age 3 participants might have confidence to 
produce more this type of classifier noun phrase. For age 4 and Age 5 participants, they 
learned to use more types of noun phrases than Age 3 participants. Even though they also had 
confidence to use this type of noun phrase, but the proportion of using this noun phrase 
would decrease relatively since they could also produced more various types of classifier 
noun phrases.  
In addition, the use of [Num-CL-N] by adult group was more frequent than group age 
3 and age 5. This may suggest that young children were still acquiring the use of [Num-CL-N] 
and so their use was not conformed to the adult usage quantitatively. The results also showed 
that group age 3 used more [CL(inapp)] than adult group. For example, an aged 3 participant 
produced ‘同埋隻’ tung4 maai4 zek3 ‘and’. This may point out that age 3 participants were 
still acquiring the appropriate use of [CL]. 
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However, no significant difference among all groups was found for the other types of 
noun phrase structures, [Dem-CL-N], [Num-CL], and [CL-N], and also for the noun phrases 
structures involving one of these classifiers, 個 go3, 隻 zek3, and 啲 di1. This showed that 
young children conformed to the adult usage for the noun phrase structures specified and also 
for the syntactic use of the classifiers specified. 
Error patterns were found in the present study. Omissions, word-order errors, and 
double constructions were noted. These errors were rare. For the omission, 9 instances were 
produced by young participants while 2 instances were produced by adults. Three types of 
phrases were involved in this type of error: [Dem-N] such as ‘擺喺嗰樽入便’, [Dem] such as 
‘落去嗰落去’, and [Num-N] such as ‘點知有一佢就戴住頂帽同隻狗’. For the word-order 
error, one occasion was found in an aged 3 participant in the form of [N-CL], ‘跌咗落樹棵
度’ while another occasion was found in an aged 4 participant in the form of [CL-Num-N] 
such as ‘個 3 玻璃’. Double constructions3 occurred in young participants aged 3 to 5 for five 
instances in total. They were in the form of [CL-CL-N] such as ‘個隻狗’ and [Dem-CL-CL-
N] such as ‘呢個隻狗’. Similar to Szeto (1998)’s findings, the first classifier was the use of 
個 go3 while the second classifier was the correct use of classifier referring to the noun. 
Developmental Trend of Semantic Use of Classifiers 
The second research question was about the semantic use of classifiers in young 
children. The results showed that mean types of classifier increased as age of the participants 
increased. Similar finding was brought about by Szeto (1998). She found that young children 
with age 1 till age up to 3 produce more types of classifier with increasing ages. However, all 
participants in the present study produced far less number of types of classifier than the 
young children aged 1 to 3 in Szeto’s study. The participants produced 23 to 39 different 
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types of classifier while the age 3 to age 5 participants in the present study produced 2 to 8 
types only. This was possibly due to the task nature mentioned before.  
Among the types of classifiers, 個 go3, 隻 zek3, 棵 po1, 度 dou6, 陣 zaan6, 啲 di1, 
the use of dou6 was used more frequently by group age 3 when compared to adult group. 
Group age 3 participants produced more proportion of dou6 among all classifiers than adult 
group since the former learned limited type of classifier use. Hence, their proportion of use in 
each type of classifier they could produce would increase. However, adults had more 
classifier inventories and so their proportion of use in each type of classifier would relatively 
decrease. 
For other types of classifiers, there was no significant difference on the use of 個 go3, 
隻 zek3, 棵 po1, and 啲 di1 by all groups. This suggested that young participants as young as 
aged 3 had knowledge of using these types of classifiers. Their proportion of use conformed 
to the adult usage. Concerning shape classifiers, there were only a few instances (0-5 
instances for each shape classifier) of use in each group of young participants. Hence, this 
type of classifier was not discussed in the present study. 
There was an interesting finding that there were two aged 3 children, one aged 4 child, 
and two age 5 children use 個 go3 or 隻 zek3 to classify a pronoun 佢 keoi5 ‘he / her’. For 
example, an aged 3 participant produced the classifier before the pronoun in this utterance, 
‘另外一隻佢(狗)跑咗落嗰度’ ling6 ngoi6 jat1 zek3 keoi5 paau2 zo2 lok6 go2 dou6 ‘another 
him (dog) ran to there’. Each of these 7 children used either go3 or zek3 to classify the 
pronoun once only. No adult used a classifier before the pronoun 佢 keoi5 ‘he / her’. The 
young children put a classifier before the pronoun may be because they knew that the use of 
pronoun 佢 keoi5 ‘he / her’ was ambiguous during story telling since there were several 
characters and objects involved in each page of the story. Thus, adding a classifier before the 
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pronoun could help to differentiate what character the children were referring to. For 
examples, 隻佢 zek3 keoi5 ‘him’ may refer to an animal since zek3 is a classifier for animals 
while 個佢 go3 keoi5 ‘him’ may refer to a boy in the story since go3 is a classifier for human. 
The Appropriate Use of 個 go3 
Results suggested that the use of go3 differed between aged 3 participants and 
participants with age 4 or above even though all groups showed generalization of go3. Group 
age 3 produced specific use of go3 significantly less than the other groups while the former 
produced non-specific use of go3 significantly more than the latter. This showed that children 
aged 3 preferred assigning go3 to nouns in an inappropriate way. Similar results were 
obtained in the study of Szeto (1998). She found that children aged 1 up to aged 3 frequently 
used go3 inappropriately during spontaneous conversation. In the present study, the young 
participants with aged 4 or above started to produce less non-specific use of go3 and more 
specific use of go3 when compared with age 3 participants. This showed that children were 
learning how to use go3 appropriately at age 4 or above. However, their use of go3 did not 
conform to the adult use since aged 4 and aged 5 participants produce similar proportions 
between specific and non-specific use of go3. For adult participants, they could produce 
specific use of go3 significantly more than non-specific use of go3. 
Similar to the findings by Erbaugh (2002), adult participants showed go3 
generalization in story-telling task. In her study, adult participants used go3 even though the 
contexts required other types of classifier use. The adult participant in the present study also 
displayed go3 generalization pattern. This adults’ go3 generalization pattern was different 
from young children’s pattern. Adults produced more specific use of go3 than non-specific 
use of go3 but the young children would produce either similar proportions of specific and 
non-specific use of go3 or more proportions on non-specific use than the specific use of go3. 
This marked the difference between adults and children’s usage. 
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Concerning nouns which go3 was used,  the results suggested that adult group 
produced the nouns, 頭’head’ and 樽’bottle’, with the appropriate use of go3 significantly 
more than group age 3. This suggested that assigning go3 appropriately to nouns was not yet 
fully acquired by the young children aged 3. 
For the inappropriate assignment of go3 to nouns, the results suggested that group age 
3 produced the noun, 狗’dog’, with the inappropriate use of go3 significantly more than adult 
group. Table 8 indicated that they even used go3 to classify not only animals (e.g. 鹿 luk6 
‘deer’), but also non-living things (e.g. 風 fung1 ‘wind’). This showed that children with aged 
3 were still learning the assignment of go3 to appropriate types of nouns. Similarly, 
participants aged 1 up to 3 in Szeto (1998)’s study assigned go3 to noun inappropriately. 
They assigned go3 to nouns indicating animal. As proposed by Stokes and So (1997) and 
confirmed by Chow (1999), syntactic strategy which expresses as go3 or within class 
substitution was dominant at age 3.5. Young children at age 3.5 mainly substituted go3 when 
they were not sure which classifier should be used. This was applicable to aged 3 participants 
in the present study. 
The Appropriate Use of 隻 zek3 
 Results revealed that both young participants and adults produced specific use of zek3 
significantly more than non-specific use. It also suggested that group age 3 produced specific 
use of zek3 significantly less than other groups while group age 3 produced non-specific use 
of zek3 significantly more than the adult group. This showed that children at age 3 preferred 
assigning zek3 to nouns in an inappropriate way when compared with adult (see Table 9). 
They used it to classify nouns indicating human (e.g. 男仔 naam4 zai2 ‘boy’). They were still 
at the stage of learning the appropriate assignment of zek3. Similar results were obtained in 
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the study of Szeto (1998). Children with aged 1 to 3 in her study showed inappropriate use of 
zek3 in some instances while they could use zek3 appropriately for most of the time. 
 For children with age 4 to 5, their appropriate and inappropriate use of zek3 was 
similar to that of adults. This showed that children starting with these ages had the knowledge 
of using zek3 appropriately. Their use of zek3 started to conform to the adult usage. 
Concerning nouns which zek3 was used, the results suggested that adult group 
produced the noun, 鹿’deer’, with the appropriate use of zek3 significantly more than groups 
age 3 and age 4. This may be because the animal, 鹿’deer’, may be out of the semantic 
knowledge of or rarely known by young children aged 3 to 4. They could only base on the 
non-colored picture in the storybook to judge what classifier to assign for the deer. Hence, 
children in these two age groups had poor performance than the adults for using zek3 to 
classify the noun, 鹿’deer’. 
The results also revealed that young children and adults produced similar proportion 
of the inappropriate use of zek3. This suggested that young children aged 3 or above was 
aware of the inappropriate use of zek3 and could try to avoid the inappropriate use as efficient 
as adults.  
The Use of 啲 di1 
 The use of di1 was also one of the research questions. Results revealed that group age 
3 and age 4 produced specific use of di1 significantly less than Adult group, and its specific 
use within all groups was significantly more than the non-specific use. Table 9 showed that 
children as young as age 3 could assign di1 to both countable (e.g. 青蛙 cing1 waa1 ‘frog’) 
and uncountable nouns (e.g. 味 mei6 ‘smell’). However, young children even assigned this 
collective classifier to noun, such as 狗 ‘dog’, indicating one item. For example, the noun 狗 
‘dog’ was classified by 啲 di1 in young participants even though there was only one dog in 
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the whole story. As what Szeto (1998) suggested, di1 may be the default mensural classifier 
since children aged 1 to 3 in her study assigned this classifier to all types of nouns. Young 
children aged 3 to 4 in the present study were still learning the usage of di1 while aged 5 
children could show their knowledge using this classifier similar to the adult usage. 
The Use of Definite and Indefinite Interpretations of [CL-N] in Young Children 
Results found that young children and adults had similar classifier used and similar 
distribution of [CL-N] in preverbal and postverbal positions. This showed that children as 
young as age 3 could distribute [CL-N] in both positions to convey definite or indefinite 
meanings as efficient as adults. 
Preference of Young Children with Omission of a Noun in the Noun Phrase [Dem-CL-N] 
 Concerning omission of a noun in [Dem-CL-N], aged 3 participants produced 
significantly more 個 go3 in [Dem-CL] than the adults did. This conformed to Erbaugh 
(2002)’s findings that adults rarely omitted a noun in classifier noun phrases. Adult 
participants in her study produced 97% of the classifiers with a noun accompanied. Similarly, 
the use of go3 in the form of [Dem-CL] by adults in the present study was rare and 
significantly less than that by aged 3 participants. For young children, their drop of a noun 
may be due to their small size of MLU which restricted their classifier noun phrases to 
convey implicit semantic meanings. This may suggest that young children at age 3 preferred 
using the classifier, go3, with a drop of noun.  
Summary of Discussion 
 The semantic and syntactic use of classifiers was investigated in the present study. 
Syntactically, children aged 3 have more confidence to use the early acquired structure [Dem-
CL] but they were still acquiring the appropriate use of [CL]. In addition, children as young 
as age 3 could convey definite or indefinite meanings as efficient as adults.  
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  Semantically, young children aged 3 produced 度 dou6 more frequently than adults 
since they had limited classifier inventory. In addition, young children, especially aged 3, 
produced specific and / or non-specific use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, 啲 di1 less efficient than 
adults and so they were still acquiring the use of these classifiers in adult form.  
Limitations 
 One of the limitations was that some nouns could not be elicited since these nouns 
were not involved in the story book. It may lead to difficulty to elicit classifiers (e.g. 架 gaa3, 
部 bou6) that should be used with those nouns. Another limitation was that some participants 
skipped some of the nouns in the story and did not produce them. In this case, classifiers used 
with those nouns would be failed to be elicited correspondingly. Their performance would 
then fail to reflect their real ability to use classifiers. 
Further Research 
 Since only the use of classifiers by young children in story telling context was 
investigated, their comprehension of classifiers in similar context was not studied. Thus, 
further research can focus on studying children’s comprehension of classifiers and verbal use 
of classifiers in story-telling context. Then their performances between comprehension and 
production of classifiers can be compared. 
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Footnotes 
1Shape classifiers were not the main concern in the present study. 
2The Corpus of Hong Kong Frog Story was part of the output of the project entitled: 
Development of temporality in Cantonese children' stories. It was funded by the Research 
Grant Council of Hong Kong (Project No. RGC HKU 7150/01H) which was awarded to Dr. 
C. S. Leung. 
3Double constructions were found in adult participants for 2 instances. 
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Table 1 
Some possible types of classifier noun phrases (modified from Szeto (1998, pp. 8-9)) 
 Types of classifier noun phrases Examples 
      a. [Dem-Num-CL-(N)] 呢一隻(狗) ni1 jat1 zek3 (gau2) 
‘this dog’ 
b. [Dem-CL-(N)] 呢隻(狗)  ni1 jat1 zek3 (gau2) 
‘this dog’ 
c. [Num-CL-(N)] 一隻(狗) jat1 zek3 (gau2) 
‘this dog’ 
d. [Q-CL-(N)] 每隻(狗) mui5 zek3 (gau2) 
‘each dog’ 
e. [Wh-CL-(N)] 邊隻(狗) bin1 zek3 (gau2) 
‘which dog’ 
f. [CL-N] 隻狗 zek3 gau2 
‘the dog’ 
g. [CL-CL-(N)] 隻隻(狗) zek3 zek3 (gau2) 
‘every dog’ 
Note. For the nouns inside the brackets stated above, they can be omitted in the classifier 
noun phrases. 
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Table 2 
Summary of cross sectional studies about the production of Cantonese and Mandarin classifiers (CL) (modified from Szeto, 1998, p. 46) 
 Fang (1985) Ying et 
al. (1986)
Hu (1993) Poon 
(1980) 
Mak (1991) Stokes & So 
(1997) 
Chow 
(1999) 
Tsui (2004) 
Language Mandarin & 
Cantonese 
Mandarin Mandarin Cantonese Cantonese  Cantonese Cantonese Cantonese 
No. of 
Participants
Mandarin: 36 
Cantonese: 36 
179 24 27 Normal: 122  
Non-normal: 63 
Normal: 14 
SLI: 14 
59 42 
Age of 
Participants
Age 4 to 6 Age 4 to 
7 
Age 3 to 6 Age 2;07 
to 6;10 
Normal: age 4 to 8 
Non-normal: age 9 
to 16 
Normal: age 4 to 
5 
SLI: 4 to 6 
Age 2 to 
5;08 
Age 3 to 6 
Task Elicited 
counting 
Elicited 
counting 
Elicited 
counting 
Elicited 
counting 
Elicited counting Elicited counting Elicited 
counting 
Elicited counting 
& story-retelling 
Test Items 12 (sortal & 
mensural) 
56 (sortal 
& 
mensural)
12 (sortal 
& 
mensural)
27 sortal 10 sortal (6 shape, 
4 function) 
9 sortal CLs (5 
shape, 2 function, 
2 mixed) 
Same as 
Stokes & 
So (1997) 
15 sortal CLs (6 
shape, 4 function, 
2 mixed, 3 others) 
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Table 3 
Summary of logitudinal studies about the production of Cantonese and Mandarin classifiers (modified from Szeto, 1998, p. 47) 
 Erbaugh (1986) Szeto (1996) Cheung (2002) 
Language Mandarin Cantonese Cantonese 
No. of Participants 2 (Pang & Kang) 8 Specific Language Impairment: 6 
Age matched: 6 
Period of observation Pang: 1;10-2;10 
Kang: 2;11-3;10 
Age 1;05-3;08 Age 4 to 7 
Age of occurrence of the 1st CL Pang: 1;10 
Kang: 2;11 
1;07-1;08 4 
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Table 4 
The age range, mean ages and the distribution of participants in the four different age 
groups 
 Chronological Age Sex Distribution 
Age 
groups 
Age range 
in years 
Mean age 
in years 
Mean age 
in months
SD Male Female
Age 3 3;04-3;08 3;07 42.85 0.11 10 10 
Age 4 4;04-4;08 4;06 53.8 0.13 10 10 
Age 5 5;04-5;08 5;06 65.55 0.11 10 10 
Adult 21;05-57;08 35;05 425.39 10.85 10 10 
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Table 5 
Examples of various nouns which could be found in the storybook ‘Frog, Where are 
you?’ (Mayer, 1969) 
Types of Nouns Examples 
People Boy 
Animals / insects Frogs, bees, deer, mouse, owl,  
Others Bottle, bed, blanket, shoe, window, place, house, forest, trees, 
nest, hole, branches, pond, water, wood, sounds. 
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Table 6 
Conditions that classifier was not included for analysis 
Conditions Example(s) 
Utterance was replaced by 
self-correction. 
我想攞番我隻…我嘅朋友啫 
ngo5 soeng2 lo2 faan1 ngo5 zek3 …ngo5 pang4 jau5 ze1  
‘I want to take my friend back.’ 
Utterances due to repetition 
/long3/ 咗喺個…個…個…喱隻叫咩呀? 
long3 zo2 hai2 go3.. go3.. go3.. li2.. zek3 giu3 me1 aa4 
‘What is the name of this?’ 
Utterances due to 
hesitations 
爬去 xx 一舊...一舊大嘅石頭再搵 
paa4 heoi2 XX jat1 gau6 daai6 ge3 sek6 tau4 zoi3 wan3  
‘(he) climb to one big rock and then find again’ 
Unclear classifier noun 
phrase production 
佢驚咗個 XX 
keoi5 ging1 zo2 go3 
‘he is afraid’ 
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Table 7 
Examples for specific and non-specific use of 個 go3, 隻 zek3, and 啲 di1 
Types of classifier Examples for specific use Examples for non-specific use 
個 go3 ‘個男仔 go3 naam4 zaai2’ ‘個蜜蜂 go3 mat6 fung1’ 
隻 zek3 ‘隻狗 zek3 gau2’ ‘隻櫈 zek3 dang3’ 
啲 di1 ‘啲青蛙 di1 cing1 waa1’ ‘啲鞋 di1 haai4’ (a single shoe 
out of a pair) 
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Table 8  
Nouns classified by specific and non-specific use of go3 in different age groups 
 Age 3 Age 4 Age 5 Adult 
Specific use 
人, 男仔, 
頭, 樽, 門
口, 口, 蜜
蜂竇(巢), 
箱(蜜蜂竇), 
窿, 地, 轆 
人 , 男仔, 月亮, 
頭, 樽, 波, 門
口, 口, 燈籠(蜜
蜂竇), 窿, 地, 
樣, 人 
人 , 男仔, 頭, 
樽 , 樽, 蜜蜂
竇(巢), 籃(蜜
蜂竇), 窿, 樹
林, 鼻, 地, 山
坡, 身, 樹幹, 
人, 男仔同小
狗 
故仔, 人 , 男仔, 名, 時
候, 頭, 樣, 樽, 晚上, 草
叢, 世界, 情況, 方向, 搔
擾者, 蜜蜂竇(巢), 窿, 樹
林, 鼻, 地, 山坡, 山崖 , 
山崖, 距離, 氹, 經歷, 水
池, 岸邊, 身,心, 樹幹, 
人, 男仔同小狗, 爸爸媽
媽, 招呼, 附近, 踨影 
Non-specific use
狗, 青蛙, 
腳, 玻璃, 
蛇(帽), 鼠, 
樹, 雀仔, 
熊貓(貓頭
鷹), 石, 馬
(鹿), 鹿, 木
頭, 水, 雪
(路), 佢, 
嘢, 風 
狗, 青蛙, 床, 
杯, 玻璃, 貝殼
(玻璃), 被, 凳, 
窗, 鼠, 樹, 雀
仔, 熊貓(貓頭
鷹), 石, 牛(鹿), 
鹿, 地方, 木頭, 
水, 馬騮(青蛙), 
bb, 草, 嘢 
狗, 青蛙, 杯, 
玻璃, 凳, 窗, 
蜜蜂, 鼠, 樹, 
熊貓(貓頭
鷹), 石, 馬
(鹿), 鹿, 木
頭, 樹木, 水, 
佢, 嘢, 下底, 
角 
狗, 青蛙, 時, 床, 面, 鞋, 
窗, 屋, 蜜蜂, 鼠, 樹, 熊
貓(貓頭鷹), 動物, 石, 
鹿, 地方, 樹枝, 水, 河, 
木, 草, 旁邊, 角 
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Table 9 
Nouns classified by specific and non-specific use of zek3 and di1 in all age groups 
 Age 3 Age 4 Age 5 Adult 
Specific use of 
zek3  
狗, 青蛙, 龜(青
蛙), 腳, 鼠, 雀
仔, 貓頭鷹, 動
物, 象(鹿), 鹿, 
手, 眼 
狗, 青蛙, 龜(青
蛙), 鞋, 鼠, 雀
仔, 貓頭鷹, 動
物, 牛(鹿), 馬
(鹿), 鹿, 耳朵, 
手 
狗, 青蛙, 腳, 蜜
蜂, 鼠, 雀仔, 貓
頭鷹, 動物, 牛
(鹿), 馬(鹿), 老
虎(鹿), 鹿 
狗, 青蛙, 鞋, 
鼠, 貓頭鷹, 動
物, 鹿鹿, 角, 耳
朵, 手, 眼  
Non-specific use 
of zek3 
人 , 男仔, 魚, 
佢, 嘢  
男仔, 樽, 凳, 毛
巾, 門, 窿, 海, 
佢, 骨, 男仔同
小狗 , 嘢 
男仔, 頭, 樽, 杯, 
石, 佢, 嘢 男仔, 地方, 嘢 
Specific use of 
di1 
青蛙, 蛇, 脾氣, 
味, 蜜蜂, 樹葉, 
樹枝,水, 沙, bb, 
嘢 
青蛙, 米, 味, 蜜
蜂, 水, 雪, 嘢 
青蛙, 事, 蜜蜂, 
動物, 水, 草, 
路, 嘢 
青蛙, 玻璃, 味, 
蜜蜂, 動物, 樹
枝, 水, 力, 聲
音, bb, 發現, 眼
神, 嘢 
Non-specific use 
of di1 男仔, 狗 , 鼠, 樹
人, 狗 , 食物, 
樹, 石 
窿, 人, 狗, 衫, 
屋, 樹, 熊貓(貓
頭鷹) 
蜜蜂竇, 窿, 衫, 
被, 鞋, 凳, 鼠  
 
